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			Chapter One

			Kent, Summer 1940

			Louisa heard the engines before she saw the planes. They were high-pitched and droning like bees. Angry bees, she thought.

			She straightened up, rubbing the small of her back because she wasn’t as young as she’d once been and bending over the plants in her garden always made her ache, and peered upwards.

			It was a glorious day. The sky was bright blue, with little puffs of white clouds. Louisa shut her eyes for a second, enjoying the feeling of the sun on her face, then opened them again almost immediately as the droning engines grew louder.

			And suddenly there they were, right overhead. Two planes – no, three, four – spinning and spiralling, silhouetted against the cornflower-blue sky as they dived down.

			Louisa felt a little thrill of fear and excitement. The war often seemed far away from her sleepy Kent village, but not today.

			‘Teddy?’ she called to her husband. ‘Teddy, come and see.’

			The noise was louder now, engines screaming and guns crashing. The planes swooped downwards and Louisa gasped, thinking that surely they couldn’t come this low, but then they were shooting upwards again, into the clouds.

			She could hear voices around her, as the village children crowded out into the street. She knew they’d be running to the fields, hoping to find some bits of shell or shrapnel. Part of her wanted to go and see what they would find, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from the battle in the skies.

			One of the planes came powering across the horizon, with another in pursuit. Louisa couldn’t tell which was German and which British. She narrowed her eyes, squinting against the sun. German in front, she thought, and a Spitfire closing the gap from behind.

			‘Good lord.’ She turned to see Teddy standing next to her, his nephew Christopher at his side. Teddy frowned as he saw the planes and Louisa immediately regretted calling him outside to look. Teddy’s son had been killed in the last war and he’d been devastated when this conflict had begun. Devastated.

			Without taking her gaze from the sky, Louisa reached for Teddy’s hand and squeezed his fingers in hers, letting him know she was there. Teddy was resigned to the war now. He knew that Hitler had to be stopped, but that didn’t mean he liked it. He refused to do anything that supported the fighting; instead, he was the billeting officer for the evacuees that had flooded the village.

			Overhead the sky was criss-crossed with contrails as the planes raced across the blue. The droning of the engines was peppered with gunfire so loud that Louisa almost wanted to put her hands over her ears to drown it out.

			Her stomach was fluttering. It was scary and exhilarating to watch these pilots battling it out over their heads. But then, she’d always liked a bit of drama.

			‘He’s been hit,’ Christopher said, pointing to the German plane, which had a trail of thick smoke coming from the wing. ‘He might bail out. Look for a parachute.’

			Louisa breathed in sharply. ‘He’s turning round.’ The plane streaked across the sky leaving wisps of inky-black smoke in the blue. ‘Look!’ She took her hand from Teddy’s and pointed upwards. ‘Look, he’s going back the way he came.’ She laughed in excitement. ‘Our boys have seen him off.’

			Teddy gave a little shudder and walked back up the garden towards their cottage without a word. Louisa felt a moment’s regret for enjoying this dogfight as much as she did. She looked at Christopher. ‘Poor Ted,’ she said. ‘This is tough for him.’

			Christopher nodded. ‘Every day must bring back memories of Philip.’

			Overhead the planes were disappearing into the distance, the sound of gunfire fading as they went. Louisa wondered if the German pilot would make it back to France safely or if he would bail out. She was surprised to realise she hoped he would be all right and smiled to herself. That was what marriage to Teddy did, she thought. She remembered how passionate she’d been during the early years of the last war, gobbling up every bit of news from the Front and even, she swallowed down a burst of shame at the thought, abusing the men who didn’t fight. She and Teddy had very different memories of the last war. Very different.

			Louisa looked towards the house, where she could see Teddy getting his bicycle out of the shed at the side of the cottage. ‘It helps when he’s busy,’ she said to Christopher. ‘He’ll be off to see his evacuees now.’

			Christopher sat down on the lawn with a thump. Louisa looked round at him. He was a funny chap, Christopher. Forgetful and distracted, tall and ungainly and always falling over, but loyal and honest and with a real talent for growing plants. She was very fond of him, as was Teddy – whose younger sister was Christopher’s mother – and they’d been delighted when he’d got a job as a farmhand nearby.

			‘Do you wish you were more involved?’ he asked bluntly. ‘More involved with the war, I mean?’

			With a small grunt and a rather graceless motion, Louisa sat down next to him, wondering how to explain how she felt. ‘I do,’ she admitted. ‘I feel rather . . .’

			‘Useless?’

			‘That’s it exactly.’ She smiled at Christopher. ‘Last time round I was doing my bit.’

			‘At Kew Gardens?’

			‘You’ve heard all my stories a thousand times.’

			‘I like them.’

			Louisa sighed. ‘I know it was hardly the same as what Philip did, or the other men who fought at the Front, or the women who nursed or supported the troops in other ways. But by keeping the gardens going we freed up the male gardeners to go and fight.’

			‘I’m thinking about joining up,’ Christopher said. Louisa turned to look at him, surprised. He’d never mentioned this before now.

			‘Really?’

			‘I know I’m probably no use to anyone,’ he said, giving a small, self-conscious smile. ‘I’m so clumsy. But I just feel . . .’

			This time it was Louisa who said: ‘Useless.’

			‘All the lads from back home, friends from school or the ones I used to play with growing up, they’ve all gone, Louisa. I should be doing my bit.’

			‘Farming is a reserved occupation,’ Louisa pointed out. ‘You’re fighting the war in the fields.’

			‘I know that,’ Christopher said, nodding vigorously. ‘But even so.’

			‘What would you do?’

			He shrugged, his skinny shoulder blades pushing against the fabric of his shirt. ‘Army, probably. I wouldn’t last five minutes in a plane and I get seasick.’

			Louisa laughed but Christopher looked serious. ‘Do you think Uncle Teddy would be upset?’

			‘I think he’d understand,’ Louisa said carefully, though she wasn’t sure she was telling the truth. She glanced at where her husband was crouched down next to his bike, prodding the tyre, out of earshot of their conversation.

			‘And what about you?’

			‘What about me?’

			‘Do you think I should enlist?’

			Louisa felt a little prickle of something that she thought might be envy. ‘I can’t tell you what to do, Christopher.’ She plucked at a piece of grass.

			‘What would you do?’ Christopher said. ‘If you were me?’

			Louisa thought about the charming village they lived in, where she knew everyone’s name and everyone knew her. She thought about her friends in the Women’s Institute, strong capable women who kept the village running smoothly. She thought about the rolling fields and the beautiful hills and woodlands where she could walk, and about her carefully tended garden.

			And then she thought about the last war, when she worked so hard at Kew that she would be asleep each night before her head hit the pillow. She thought about her friends Ivy and Win – the Kew Gardens girls, they called themselves – who supported each other and fought for each other when things went wrong. And she thought about her time as a Suffragette, battling for the vote and doing things she’d never have thought herself capable of.

			‘Louisa?’ Christopher said. ‘What would you do if you were me?’

			‘I’d enlist.’

			‘Thought so.’

			Louisa felt a lurch of fear. She adored Christopher but she wasn’t blind to his flaws. She knew he was being honest when he said he was clumsy. She couldn’t imagine him with a gun in his hand. ‘Don’t do it because of me,’ she said quickly. ‘And don’t rush into anything, will you? This is a big decision.’

			Christopher bit his lip, making him look like the little boy he’d been when Louisa and Teddy had got married.

			‘You’re needed on the farm,’ Louisa added. ‘Mr and Mrs Oliver would be lost without you.’

			‘They’re getting some Land Girls,’ Christopher said with a shrug.

			Louisa doubted that Land Girls – good as they might be – would know with a glance at the soil what crop would thrive there and what would fail as Christopher did, but she smiled. ‘Do what you think is best,’ she said. ‘No one else can make this decision for you.’

			Up at the cottage, Teddy had stopped fiddling with his bicycle tyres.

			‘Off to see my evacuees,’ he called cheerfully. ‘Save some lunch for me.’

			Louisa waved. ‘Will do.’

			‘Uncle Ted wouldn’t enlist,’ Christopher said, as Teddy sailed round the side of the cottage and out onto the street, ringing his bicycle bell as he went.

			‘No.’

			‘And he wouldn’t want me to either.’

			‘No.’ Louisa felt uneasy, as though she were being disloyal to Teddy even having this conversation. She curled her legs to one side and stood up – with some difficulty, because she was almost sixty, after all, and women of her age were not supposed to sit on lawns like schoolchildren. ‘I should go and get lunch ready.’

			Christopher looked at his watch, which had a large crack across the face. ‘Oh blow it, I was supposed to be picking up some wood to mend the fence up at the farm,’ he said. ‘I totally forgot that was why I came down to the village. I saw Uncle Teddy at the window and waved, and he invited me in for a cup of tea, and the fence totally went out of my head.’ He slapped himself on the forehead with his sizeable hand. ‘I’d better go.’

			He got to his feet much more easily than Louisa had, and bent down to kiss her on the cheek. ‘Thanks, Louisa,’ he said. ‘You’ve really helped.’

			And with that, he darted off, leaving Louisa wondering whether she actually had helped or if she’d just made everything a whole lot worse.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘Do you, Daisy Dobson, take this man . . .’

			As the vicar spoke, Daisy gazed at Rex. He was so handsome, she thought, with his blue jacket bringing out the colour in his eyes. His hat was tilted at an angle, giving him a slightly cheeky look, which Daisy liked. That, together with his freckles, made him look more like the boy she’d fallen in love with when they were both still at school than the man he now was, despite his RAF uniform. She had a sudden memory of watching him share his lunch with Scruffy Nev, a boy in their class who would come to school in bare feet because his family couldn’t afford to buy shoes. Rex’s parents didn’t have much back then – no one did – but he still shared what little he had. That was one of the reasons Daisy loved him so much.

			‘Daisy?’ Rex whispered.

			She blinked. She’d been so busy staring at her husband-to-be that she’d stopped listening to the vicar. ‘Sorry,’ she said, grinning. ‘Is it my turn?’

			There was a murmur of laughter from the congregation. Daisy glanced at her mother Ivy in the front pew. Ivy rolled her eyes at Daisy fondly – at least Daisy hoped it was fondly – and next to her, Daisy’s father Jim gave her a wink.

			Brimming with happiness, Daisy turned her attention back to Rex.

			‘I do,’ she declared, and Rex threw his arms up in triumph, like he’d scored the winning goal in the cup final.

			This time the laughter around the church was louder, and even Reverend Osmond joined in.

			‘I now pronounce you man and wife,’ he said and Rex gathered Daisy into his arms and kissed her so firmly and proudly that Daisy felt her legs go weak.

			Hand in hand with her new husband, she walked down the aisle, waving to the friends and family who had come to wish them well.

			‘I’m sorry it’s not the perfect wedding day,’ Rex said.

			Daisy squeezed his fingers. ‘It’s not what we would have planned, but it is the perfect wedding day anyway,’ she said. ‘Because we got to say our vows.’

			They reached the church porch and paused. Rex touched his nose to Daisy’s. ‘You’re a soppy old thing, Daisy Dobson.’

			‘Daisy Cooper,’ she said, trying out her new name for the first time. ‘Mrs Daisy Cooper.’

			Rex beamed and pushed open the heavy wooden door, so they and their guests could spill out into the small churchyard.

			‘Are you ready for a photograph?’ Daisy’s father Jim asked.

			Daisy made a face. ‘I’m not sure I want one,’ she said. ‘It will just remind us who wasn’t here.’

			Jim put his arm around his daughter. ‘I know you wanted your brother to be here.’

			‘I know it was impossible but it still feels odd, doing this without Archie. If we’d waited, then perhaps he would have been home on leave.’ She screwed her face up. ‘But I suppose if we’d waited, Rex would have gone.’

			‘I’m glad we did it today, even if it was a bit rushed,’ Rex said. ‘When the war’s over, we’ll have a big party and Archie can bore us all with his stories about army adventures, and Poppy can be a proper bridesmaid—’

			‘Thank you,’ said Daisy’s younger sister, who’d been furious there hadn’t been enough time to get a new frock for her to wear.

			‘And perhaps my mother will have stopped crying by then,’ Rex added in Daisy’s ear. Sure enough, her new mother-in-law was sobbing into a lacy handkerchief. Daisy – who’d known Rex’s parents for donkey’s years – hoped it was just the emotion of the day that had caused her tears and not that she’d secretly been disliking Daisy all this time.

			‘And Louisa and Teddy can come,’ Ivy said adjusting Daisy’s veil around her face. ‘And Bernie.’

			Daisy grinned at the mention of her godmother. ‘Louisa would have a hip flask in her handbag.’

			‘Almost certainly,’ Ivy said. ‘Now come on. Let’s have a picture. You’re only going to do this once, and it’s important to remember it.’

			In Rex’s arms, smiling at the camera, Daisy thought she would never forget today. And yes, it wasn’t perfect. She missed her brother, and she was wearing a dress that had once belonged to her mother, altered to fit and with the neckline changed, along with Rex’s mother’s veil. Her shoes pinched, and she wished Louisa was there to dispense an occasional tot of brandy along with sage advice about married life. But they’d been lucky to arrange this wedding so fast.

			Her cheeks hurt from smiling and she focused on the feeling of Rex’s arms around her shoulders, instead of dwelling on why Rex was so keen to tie the knot.

			‘I might not come home,’ he’d said seriously. He’d finished his RAF training and was going to join Bomber Command as a navigator. Daisy was fiercely proud of him and absolutely terrified, at the same time. ‘And if something happens—’

			‘Stop,’ Daisy had said. ‘Don’t say it.’

			But Rex had been firm. ‘If something happens, I want you to be looked after.’

			And so Daisy, thrilled at the thought of being Mrs Cooper, no matter what the circumstances, had agreed.

			With only a handful of guests, they weren’t having a party. Instead, Ivy and Rex’s mother Margaret, had collected their coupons for butter and sugar and made a cake and some sandwiches, and they were all going back to Ivy’s and Jim’s little terraced house in Hackney.

			Daisy and Rex didn’t have a home of their own. Not yet. They would find somewhere together when the war was over and for now Daisy would stay with her parents and Poppy. She didn’t mind really. It would be nice to have company while Rex was away.

			With the photographs done, everyone piled into the Dobsons’ house for tea and cake. Thankfully, the weather was bright and warm, so even though there wasn’t much room in the house, people could spill out into the small but beautiful garden. Daisy wandered out outside and ran an appraising eye over the Anderson shelter she and her father had built at the bottom of the lawn. It was looking good, she thought. She knew all about Anderson shelters because she worked at the Home Office and spent all day every day sending out leaflets about how to construct them. Not that anyone used them. Her father had filled theirs with spades, forks and a few old tools.

			Daisy sat on a deckchair, with a slice of cake on a plate on her knee and let the sun warm her face. She breathed in the scent of the flowers, many of which she’d planted because she enjoyed gardening just as much as her parents did and they were often too busy growing fruit and veg in their market garden to spend time on the roses and honeysuckle in their own backyard.

			She had to remember this moment, Daisy told herself. Remember being here, with her family around her and Rex at her side, the bees buzzing around the flowers, and the sun shining. Right at that moment, everything was perfect.

			‘Having a good day?’

			Daisy looked up to see her mother standing beside her chair. She beamed at her. ‘The absolute best day,’ she said. ‘I’ve just been sitting here, trying to imprint it all onto my memory forever.’

			Ivy sat down in the chair next to her. ‘I like doing that too,’ she said. She smiled at Daisy and Daisy thought how pretty her mother was. How the problems she’d endured over the years didn’t show themselves on her face. ‘Taking a moment to remember the good times.’

			To her total surprise, Daisy suddenly felt close to tears. ‘I’m scared this is the happiest I’ll ever be,’ she whispered.

			Ivy took her hand and stroked it gently. ‘None of us knows what’s around the corner,’ she said. ‘But you’re doing the right thing, living in the moment. We’re lucky to have today.’

			Daisy nodded. ‘We are.’ She looked over to where Rex was standing chatting to Jim and Poppy. ‘I’m the luckiest girl in London. I just don’t know what I’m going to do when he’s away.’

			Ivy slapped her hand to her forehead. ‘That reminds me,’ she said. ‘I got this letter today.’

			She jumped up from her deckchair and disappeared back into the house, re-emerging a second later clutching a white envelope. ‘I’ve read it but I wanted to make sure I’d got it right. Can you have a look?’

			‘Course,’ said Daisy. Her mother wasn’t a confident reader or writer. She always said the letters wiggled about on the page. She didn’t like people to know, and never admitted finding it hard, so she always asked Jim or Daisy to read letters for her.

			Daisy took the envelope as Ivy sat down again.

			‘What is it?’

			‘Have a look.’

			Daisy unfolded the letter. ‘It’s from Kew Gardens,’ she said, impressed. She loved hearing her mother’s stories about her time as a gardener in the last war, and her adventures as a Suffragette. She scanned the typewritten note.

			‘They’re recruiting women to take over as gardeners,’ she said in delight. ‘And they want you to go back to work there. Oh, Ma, this is wonderful.’

			But Ivy shook her head. ‘I can’t do it,’ she said. ‘I’ve got the market garden, and we’re already growing more than we were. Plus Snow I’ve joined the Women’s Voluntary Service I’ll be kept busy with that. And there’s Poppy to look after. I know she thinks she’s proper grown-up already but she isn’t. She still needs her ma keeping an eye on her—’ She paused. ‘Besides, you can’t go back, can you?’ She sounded thoughtful. ‘Best to keep moving forward.’

			Daisy was disappointed. ‘So you’re not going to do it, then?’

			‘Fraid not,’ Ivy said. ‘It’s not for me. Not this time.’ She gave Daisy a sideways glance. ‘But I think you could do it.’

			‘Me?’

			‘Why not?’

			‘I’m not a gardener.’

			‘Nor was I, before I went to Kew. Anyway, you’ve grown up with a trowel in your hand and dirt under your fingernails. You probably know more than all the other gardeners put together.’

			‘I don’t think so.’ Daisy made a face and Ivy frowned.

			‘Give over, Daisy. You’re always talking yourself down.’

			Daisy rolled her eyes. ‘Anyway, I’ve got a job.’

			‘A boring job.’

			Daisy looked down at the letter she was still holding. ‘Do you really think I could do it?’

			‘I know you could do it. I think you’d be a real asset to the gardens.’ Ivy grinned at Daisy. ‘And more than that, I think being out there, working in the borders or planting out seeds, will be good for you.’

			She sat forward on the deckchair and looked straight at Daisy. ‘Gardening’s special like that, you see. Because you’re always looking ahead so it makes the days whizz past.’ She glanced over at Rex and Jim. ‘That helps, when you’re missing someone. Planning for next summer, or thinking about what you’re going to do over winter, makes you understand that time is passing.’

			Daisy gave her a small smile. ‘What happened to living in the moment?’

			‘Live in the moment at Kew Gardens,’ Ivy said.

			‘What about Kew Gardens?’ Rex looked round at them and Daisy’s heart lifted as her husband’s eyes met hers.

			‘Ma’s been asked to go back to work at Kew,’ she said. Her father nodded, and Daisy realised he’d already read her mother’s letter. She thought they’d probably discussed this already and that made her feel a bit prickly.

			‘I said Daisy should do it,’ Ivy jumped in. ‘She’d be great.’

			Rex looked delighted. ‘That’s a brilliant idea. You love being out in the garden and you’ve got ever such green fingers.’

			Daisy preened at his praise. ‘Do you reckon?’

			‘I do.’

			Jim nodded. ‘Rex is right, Daisy. You’ve definitely got the knack. Why not give it a go, eh?’

			Daisy bit her lip. She couldn’t deny that the thought of being outdoors all day, getting her hands dirty, was appealing. It sounded much more her cup of tea than sitting in her gloomy office in Whitehall, stuffing Anderson shelter leaflets into envelopes. But she had a lot to live up to. Her parents had both worked at Kew. Her mother had obviously made an impression in the time she’d worked there, because they’d asked her to go back. What if Daisy wasn’t good enough? She didn’t want to let anyone down.

			She took a breath and grinned at her parents and at Rex. ‘I’ll have a think about it,’ she said. ‘Right, who wants another drink? There are some bottles of beer in the kitchen.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Beth considered herself to be a calm person, generally, but right now she didn’t feel that way.

			‘I’m afraid the answer’s no,’ her father said, pushing the form she’d given him back towards her and shaking his head. ‘This isn’t possible. I can’t allow you to go to medical school.’

			Beth had known deep down that he’d say no, but hearing the words so bluntly seemed unnecessarily cruel. Rage bubbled up inside her and she stared at her father through narrowed eyes and imagined clambering over his desk, grasping the lapels of his jacket – it was a good while since he’d worn a white coat to work – and shouting: ‘This isn’t fair!’

			But, of course, she didn’t do that. Instead, she clenched her fists behind her back and took a deep breath.

			‘I just don’t understand,’ she said, trying to keep her voice steady.

			Her father took his glasses off and rubbed the bridge of his nose. ‘Beth, darling, I know from bitter experience how hard it is to be a doctor. It’s no life for a woman.’

			Beth opened her mouth to argue but Dr Sanderson hadn’t finished. ‘It’s exhausting and it can be brutal and upsetting and—’ he gave a small laugh – ‘rather cut-throat. It’s a man’s world.’

			‘But—’

			‘Lord knows, I had enough reservations about you becoming a nurse,’ her father snapped, interrupting her again. ‘Though I admit you have proved an asset to St Catherine’s  and we need all the nurses we can get at the moment. But you’re twenty-one years old, Beth.’

			‘So?’ Beth knew she sounded like a sulky schoolgirl, but she didn’t care. ‘It’s not too late to train as a doctor. I’ve got a head start with my nursing experience, anyway, and if you look at the form, they’ve said—’

			‘That’s not what I meant,’ her father said. Beth could hear something that sounded like amusement in his tone and it made her even more annoyed. ‘I meant it’s time to start thinking about settling down. Have you discussed this with Paul?’

			‘No,’ Beth said in disbelief. She didn’t discuss anything with Paul. Most of the time she didn’t have anything to say to him at all. Not that it seemed to bother him. He did more than enough talking for both of them. ‘He’s got nothing to do with this.’

			Her father sighed. ‘I think he’d disagree.’

			‘Daddy,’ Beth said. Pleaded, in fact. ‘Maybe I could leave the form with you and you can read it again?’

			‘No.’ Dr Sanderson’s voice boomed around his office and Beth jumped. ‘No,’ he said again, more quietly this time. ‘This is my final word on the subject, Elizabeth.’

			He put his glasses back on and picked up his pen and turned his attention to a document on his desk. ‘Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m rather busy. There is a war on, if you hadn’t noticed.’

			Beth wanted to scream with frustration and fury. She was so angry she felt dizzy for a second and steadied herself on her father’s desk as she picked up her application form. Dr Sanderson didn’t look up. Beth’s fingers touched something cold and she looked down to see her father’s name badge. He hardly ever wore it now, because as director of the hospital, he was barely on the wards. And when he was, everyone knew who he was anyway. Without really thinking about what she was doing, Beth picked up the badge and dropped it into the pocket of her nurse’s uniform.

			‘I’ll see you at home,’ her father said, his eyes still fixed on the papers in front of him. ‘Close the door behind you, please.’

			There it was again, that anger, spreading upwards from her belly, like the time she’d taken a huge gulp of hot chocolate when she’d been out carol singing one Christmas only to discover it was laced with brandy. Only then the heat had been welcome and comforting. Now it was burning with a ferocity that alarmed her.

			She glared at the top of her father’s head.

			‘This isn’t over,’ she said.

			Her father signed his name with a flourish at the bottom of the page he’d been reading. ‘The door, please Nurse Sanderson.’

			Swallowing a growl of frustration, Beth turned and marched out of the office, letting the door slam shut behind her. She ignored her father’s secretary, who was hammering away at her typewriter, pretending she hadn’t been eavesdropping, and pushed her way into the hospital corridor. She looked down at the little upside-down watch she wore pinned to her uniform – a present from her mother when she’d qualified. At least one of her parents was proud of her. She had half an hour before she was due on the ward. Perhaps she should take a moment, calm down a bit before she came face to face with her patients.

			She put her hand in the pocket of her dress and pulled out the name badge. Dr Sanderson, it said. Beth put her finger over the part underneath where it said Director and gazed at it.

			‘Dr Sanderson,’ she said aloud. It sounded so much more ‘her’ than Staff Nurse Sanderson. Though she admitted she liked that too. ‘Hello,’ she whispered, ‘I’m Dr Sanderson.’

			Her anger had vanished now, replaced with wave after wave of self-pity. She wiped away a tear from her cheek and dropped the badge back into her pocket. Goodness, she had to get a grip before she went onto the ward. Her father’s office was – of course – right at the top of the building. And at the end of the corridor was the door that led to the roof. Every night since war had been declared, teams of fire watchers had worked in shifts, making sure no bombs had fallen onto the hospital, putting patients in danger. So far, there had been no raids.

			Suddenly longing for fresh air, Beth pushed the bar that opened the door and went out. She went up the metal stairs and onto the roof.

			It was warm outside, and the sun was shining brightly. It made Beth blink and it took a second for her eyes to adjust from the gloomy corridor. She walked to the edge of the building – there was a metal fence so it was safe – and looked out over London. If she’d been feeling more cheerful, she’d have enjoyed admiring the view because she could see for miles, the river twisting its way through the buildings and glittering in the sunshine. But instead of gazing at the horizon, she took the name badge out of her pocket again and looked at it. How was it fair that her father had been allowed to train as a doctor? No, not just allowed. Encouraged. Lauded. And she was not. Just because she was a woman and that meant marrying and having babies and supporting her husband in his job. She thought about Paul and imagined sitting next to him every evening while he talked about his day and she made him a drink and told him he was wonderful. She groaned in horror at the thought, and the sound echoed around the rooftop and made her feel better. So she did it again, shouting her frustration out over the London skies.

			‘I want to be a doctor,’ she screamed at the top of her voice. ‘I want to be a doctor.’

			‘You too, huh?’

			Shocked at being caught in such a personal moment, Beth whipped round to see a man standing there. He was, perhaps, ten or so years older than she was. Tall, with a slightly confused smile. He was wearing a white coat, his hair was cut very short, and his skin was dark.

			‘What are you doing?’ she said abruptly, her surprise making her sound rude. ‘Why are you up here?’

			The man smiled properly this time. He had a dimple in his left cheek. ‘I came to shout at the heavens,’ he said. Beth couldn’t place his accent. It was like nothing she’d heard before. ‘But I guess I need to wait my turn.’

			Amused and much less embarrassed than she’d been just a minute before, Beth stood back. ‘Be my guest,’ she said.

			The man stepped forward, gripped the edge of the railing, and bellowed: ‘I want to be a doctor!’ so loudly that several pigeons were startled into swooping upwards from where they’d perched nearby.

			‘Better?’ Beth said, watching him with interest.

			‘Much.’

			The man sat down on the roof with his back to the railing. Beth knew she should go downstairs to the ward, and get ready to start her shift, but she was intrigued by this man with his strange accent.

			‘You’re wearing a white coat,’ she said, sitting down next to him. ‘But you’re not a doctor?’

			‘I work in the pharmacy.’

			‘You’re a pharmacist?’

			‘No,’ the man said through gritted teeth. ‘I’m a doctor.’

			‘But you just said—’

			The man sighed. ‘Back home, in Jamaica,’ he began. Beth nodded, understanding now where his accent was from. ‘I am a cardiologist.’

			‘Nice,’ Beth said. She had been doing a lot of reading about the heart recently. ‘But here?’

			‘I am not allowed to see patients.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Because,’ the man said in exasperation, ‘some of them don’t like being treated by someone who looks like me. And one or two people complained. And now I have to work in the pharmacy instead.’

			‘Can’t you go back to Jamaica?’

			The man snorted. ‘I wish,’ he said. ‘They asked me to come to London because of my knowledge of a new heart medication. So I came, and I shared my knowledge and then war was declared and now I’m stuck here because it’s not safe to cross the Atlantic. So just because that nitwit Sanderson won’t let me practise, my skills are being wasted at a time when I could really make myself useful.’ He rubbed his head with the palm of his hand. ‘Sorry, I’m being so rude,’ he said. He held his hand out to Beth. ‘Dr Gus Campbell.’

			Beth shook his hand and smiled. ‘Beth,’ she said. ‘Beth Sanderson.’

			Dr Campbell’s face dropped. ‘Sanderson?’ he breathed. ‘Are you?’

			‘The nitwit’s daughter? Yes.’

			Dr Campbell jumped to his feet. ‘I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘Please accept my apologies for being so rude. I was just venting my frustrations. I didn’t mean it.’

			Beth held her hands out to him and got up too. ‘Don’t be sorry,’ she said. ‘Honestly, it’s fine. I know what he’s like.’ She grinned. ‘Why do you think I was up here?’

			Dr Campbell smiled back at her. Beth liked the way his eyes crinkled up as he grinned. ‘Because you want to be a doctor?’

			‘And who do you think is stopping me?’

			‘The nitwit?’

			‘The very same.’ Beth laughed. Suddenly things didn’t seem so bleak now she had someone who understood her predicament. ‘I applied to medical school.”

			‘That’s good.’

			Beth sighed. ‘It is a first step. There are only a few universities that will accept women and those that do, require us to have permission from our fathers. My father won’t give it.’

			‘Just like I need his permission to get back on the wards,’ Dr Campbell said. He looked at her. ‘What are you going to do?’

			Beth threw her arms out. ‘No idea,’ she admitted. ‘Keep nursing, keep reading medical books. Apply again next year and hope my father changes his mind? What about you, Dr Campbell? What are you going to do?’

			‘Call me Gus.’

			‘Gus.’

			He grinned again. ‘I’ve got an idea,’ he said. He reached into the pocket of his white coat and pulled out a cutting from a newspaper. ‘Kew Gardens,’ he said.

			Beth made a face. ‘What about it?’

			‘They’re forming a committee to research alternatives to medication,’ Gus said, holding out the cutting. ‘Drugs that can be produced in Britain rather than being brought in from overseas. It seems it’s not just me that can’t cross the Atlantic.’

			Now Beth was interested. She took the article and scanned it. ‘So they’re recruiting people to join the committee? Botanists?’

			‘Not just botanists. Gus leaned over her shoulder and pointed further down the page. He smelled of soap. ‘Doctors, too. Cardiologists.’

			‘Have you applied? You’d be so valuable as you’ve got a knowledge of pharmacy too.’

			‘This morning.’

			‘How wonderful.’

			‘You should apply as well.’

			‘I’m a nurse, not a doctor.’ Beth frowned.

			‘Nurses have useful knowledge too,’ Gus said, and Beth felt a little bit ashamed of herself. She nodded.

			‘That’s true.’

			‘It would look good on next year’s application to medical school,’ Gus added.

			‘It would.’ Beth smiled. ‘And it would really annoy my father.’

			Gus gave a loud bark of laughter. ‘Keep the article,’ he said. ‘And let me know what you decide. You can come and find me in the pharmacy.’ 

			‘I will.’ Beth tucked the piece of newspaper into her pocket next to the Dr Sanderson badge. ‘Maybe I’ll see you up here again. Next time you want to shout at the heavens.’

			‘Maybe,’ said Gus.

			Beth watched him walk across the roof and through the door that led back down into the hospital. And then, with her hand in her pocket, brushing the newspaper article he’d given her, she followed.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Kent

			Louisa was feeling unsettled. She’d woken up with a headache because she hadn’t slept well and even a new jar of marmalade left on the doorstep by one of her WI friends hadn’t lifted her mood at the breakfast table.

			She kept fretting about her conversation with Christopher about him enlisting. More than once she’d thought about mentioning it to Teddy. Just casually. An off-hand comment that Christopher had said something and she’d assumed he’d talked to Teddy about it.

			But no, Teddy wasn’t stupid. He’d know at once that Louisa was fibbing because something as important as Christopher going to war would never be an afterthought. And now that their conversation was days ago and she hadn’t brought it up, she felt even more like she was doing something wrong.

			And yet.

			She couldn’t help thinking that Christopher should enlist, if he wanted to. Louisa had been a vigorous supporter of the Great War, at first. She’d been passionately patriotic and believed that everyone should do their bit for King and Country. But by the end of the war, she’d seen things differently, her pride in Britain tarnished a little.

			This time, though, it wasn’t just about being British. It was about putting a stop to Herr Hitler. Goodness knows, if Louisa could pick up a rifle herself and shoot him she would, so she couldn’t blame Christopher for feeling the same.

			And that was the rub, as they said. Because Louisa couldn’t pick up a rifle and shoot Hitler, could she? Because she was an old woman. Old and useless and washed up. She was self-aware enough to know that was why she’d encouraged Christopher, and that just made her feel worse.

			She sighed heavily. In the kitchen she could hear Teddy bustling about, making toast. The back door of the cottage was open and the morning sun was shining in through the windows. From where she sat on the patio, cup of tea by her hand, she could see her perfect lawn was shimmering shades of green and the borders were a riot of colour, attracting hundreds of bees and butterflies.

			But she was still really rather grumpy.

			She got up from the table and went into the house to pick up the newspaper, then sat back down again as Teddy appeared with the toast rack.

			Louisa gestured for him to help himself to toast before her, then she opened the newspaper and shook it out, somewhat crossly, before she turned to the right page.

			She stared again at the article at the top. She’d already read it twice. In fact, it was yesterday’s newspaper and she’d read it twice then too, but there was no harm in scanning it once more.

			‘Something wrong?’ Teddy asked mildly. His eyes were amused. Louisa glared at him across the small garden table.

			‘No,’ she said.

			There was a pause as Teddy spread some marmalade on his toast and frowned at the still-folded newspaper next to him on the table.

			‘Are you reading yesterday’s paper?’

			Louisa ignored him. ‘Kew Gardens is re-opening,’ she said with a sigh.

			‘Surely that’s a good thing?’

			‘It is good.’

			‘But it’s annoyed you because . . .?’

			Louisa folded the newspaper in half and thrust it at him. ‘Because they’re recruiting women gardeners.’

			In his slow, deliberate way, Teddy read the article, nodding at points and then – eventually – he looked up.

			‘Darling, I don’t think that you—’

			‘I know,’ Louisa wailed. ‘I’m too old to be any use this time.’

			Teddy reached out across the table and squeezed her hand. ‘That’s not true,’ he said. ‘You just have different skills this time.’

			‘I loved my time at Kew,’ Louisa said, talking to herself, really, more than Teddy. ‘Being part of something bigger than me. Doing my bit to keep the gardens blooming, while the men were off at the Front. Meeting Ivy and Bernie – and Win of course.’

			There was a little moment as she and Teddy both thought fondly of Win, who’d passed away before war broke out. Thank goodness, Louisa thought. Win would have hated to know that the country was facing another conflict.

			‘But now I’m an old lady – far older than Win was last time – and they wouldn’t want me anyway.’ She screwed her face up. ‘I would just love to feel needed again,’ she said.

			‘You are needed, darling.’

			Louisa scowled. ‘To do the flowers in church.’

			‘You’ve been out of sorts since we saw those planes the other day,’ Teddy said astutely.

			‘It’s not the planes,’ Louisa lied, because it was a bit. It was the planes, Christopher, Kew Gardens. The whole lot. ‘I’m just feeling like an elderly woman with too much time on my hands and nothing to offer the war effort.’ She groaned. ‘I know I’m being foolish, but I just wish there was something I could do.’

			‘You could help me,’ Teddy suggested, helping himself to more toast. ‘This marmalade is excellent. I could really do with another pair of hands.’

			‘With your evacuees?’ Teddy was responsible for the ragtag gaggle of children who’d turned up at the railway station in the early days of the war, looking frightened and out of place. As it turned out, dealing with the children’s problems, questions, worries and fears, not to mention complaints or concerns from their new homes, as well as keeping track of every last one of them, had become almost a full-time job.

			‘Lots of them want to go home.’

			‘Is that safe?’

			Teddy grimaced. ‘I don’t think so. Not after Dunkirk, and what’s happening in France. I can’t have those children on my conscience.’

			Louisa had a wave of guilt so overwhelming that she had to close her eyes for a second. He was such a sweet man, her Teddy. Another war hadn’t been easy for him to cope with, but he was working so hard for those children and there she was, trying to send his favourite nephew off to war. She took a mouthful of tea to hide her discomfort and then, with some effort, she smiled at him.

			‘I’d love to help you with the evacuees, darling,’ she said. Perhaps helping Teddy would stop her feeling bad. And, for all she knew, Christopher had decided not to enlist after all. He didn’t have to – as a farm worker, he wouldn’t be called up. Maybe he’d changed his mind.

			Louisa went along to the billeting office with Teddy that morning instead of spending time in the garden. She was glad of the distraction and, actually, she did quite enjoy it. She liked children and she had always been sad that she’d never had a child of her own. Her first husband, Reg, had been a violent man, who’d beaten her when she was pregnant and had caused her to lose her baby. Reg had eventually repented and written to say how sorry he was about the baby. And when he died shortly after the last war, his body ruined by years of drinking, Louisa had gone to his funeral to pay her respects. She had moved on, married Teddy who was worth a hundred of Reg, but the tiny bud of sadness inside about her lost child never left her. However, she had plenty of nieces and nephews who she adored, and Christopher of course, and she had Ivy and Jim and their children, and now she would have the evacuees.

			‘There’s a lot of admin,’ Teddy warned her, brandishing a pile of letters from mothers eager to have their children back with them. Louisa winced and Teddy grinned. ‘You can choose between replying to all these, or dealing with these.’ He picked up another pile of notes.

			‘What are those?’ Louisa asked suspiciously.

			‘Complaints from billets.’

			Louisa groaned. ‘I’ll do the complaints.’

			With a broad smile and a visible show of relief, Teddy handed them over. And so, Louisa spent the morning cycling around the village, visiting the homes where the evacuees had been put up. She soothed frazzled nerves, comforted worried children, and came up with solutions to problems.

			On her final visit, the evacuee – a little girl called Julia – was nowhere to be seen.

			‘She’s not eating,’ Mrs Stevenson, the lady of the house, said in a quiet voice. ‘She’s barely speaking. She’s so tiny and quiet, and so very sad. She’s missing her mother terribly and I really just want to be sure she’s all right.’

			‘Where is she now?’ Louisa said, thankful that the Stevensons had been the ones to take in Julia and not one of the boisterous farming families which might not have been so tolerant.

			‘In the garden. Shall we go and see her?’

			‘Please.’

			Mrs Stevenson led Louisa round to the side of the house and into the pretty cottage garden. Louisa ran her eyes over the borders and the fruit trees approvingly, and nodded at the beehive.

			‘Bees?’

			‘Oh yes. I’ve had them for years.’

			‘I fancy getting myself a hive. I’ve always had a liking for bees.’

			‘I can help, if you’re interested.’

			Louisa nodded and the women carried on their chatter, pretending not to have noticed the little girl who was crouched down in a bare patch of earth at the side of the garden. She was digging with her bare hands and patting down the soil gently.

			‘Do you know who gave her those seeds she’s planting?’ Mrs Stevenson said softly, pretending to be showing Louisa one of the apple trees.

			‘Who?’ Louisa was interested to know who’d encouraged this quiet child to push her hands into the soil, because it was exactly what she’d have done, if she’d thought of it first.

			‘Your Christopher,’ said Mrs Stevenson.

			‘Oh how sweet.’ Louisa was delighted and not surprised.

			‘I wasn’t sure she’d want to do it, but it’s the only thing she’s shown any enthusiasm for.’

			‘Growing things is very healing.’

			‘I agree.’ Mrs Stevenson smiled.

			‘If she likes being outdoors, then maybe we could get her growing some vegetables?’ Louisa said thoughtfully. ‘It might encourage her to eat? And she could help you with the honey. Not collecting it, obviously, but putting it in jars?’

			Mrs Stevenson nodded. ‘It’s worth a try.’ She looked over at the small girl and spoke more loudly. ‘Julia?’ she said. ‘This is Mrs Armitage.’

			The little girl looked at Louisa with wide eyes, but she didn’t speak.

			Louisa crouched down next to her. ‘What have you planted?’

			‘Sunflowers.’

			‘When I lived in London I lived in a basement flat,’ Louisa said. ‘Do you know what that is?’

			Julia gave her a disdainful look. ‘Course. Downstairs.’

			‘I grew sunflowers in a pot and they grew so tall that their faces peeked through the railings and I could see them when I walked along the street.’

			‘In London?’ Julia said. ‘I never knew you could grow stuff in London.’

			‘It’s much easier to plant seeds here, mind you,’ said Louisa, kicking herself for mentioning London. ‘Things grow beautifully in the countryside.’ She touched the girl’s back very gently. ‘Would you like to plant some more things?’

			‘Like what?’

			‘Potatoes? Carrots?’ said Louisa. ‘Strawberries?’

			Julia smiled. ‘Food,’ she said.

			‘And then you can eat it afterwards,’ Louisa told her. ‘Food that you’ve grown always tastes better than stuff you buy from a shop.’

			‘Does it?’

			‘It does.’

			Mrs Stevenson cleared her throat. ‘I need to collect some honey from the beehives,’ she said. ‘I wondered if you’d help me, Julia?’

			‘Will the bees sting me?’

			‘You can stay indoors while I take the honeycomb from the hive, so the bees won’t bother you, and then we can get the honey out together.’

			‘Will the bees mind if we take their honey?’

			‘Not one bit,’ Mrs Stevenson assured her.

			Julia thought for a second, then she nodded, getting to her feet.

			‘And I’ll bring you some more things to plant tomorrow, if you like,’ Louisa said, thinking about the veg she had growing in her own garden that might take root if she moved them.

			‘Yes please,’ the little girl said. She grinned suddenly, a gappy smile that made Louisa’s heart twist in the hope that this sweet child was going to be all right. ‘Fanks.’

			With Julia and Mrs Stevenson happily heading towards the beehive, Louisa got back on her bicycle and pedalled home as fast as she could. Their discussion about how growing plants could be healing had reminded her of something, and she was eager to see if she could find it.

			She whizzed round the corner and up the garden path, then she jumped off her bike and with her heart hammering against her ribs, somewhat alarmingly, she had to admit, she tried to catch her breath as she found yesterday’s newspaper again. She leafed through the pages until she’d found the article about Kew Gardens and then she sank down into the armchair by the window to read it for the hundredth time.

			And there it was, right at the end. A mention that a committee was being set up to research the medicinal uses of plants.

			‘Healing,’ Louisa said to herself, feeling her heart rate return to normal, thank goodness, as she thought.

			The Vegetable Drugs Committee would work on finding alternatives to imported medicine, Louisa read. And they would use plants and shrubs grown in the English countryside. They were hoping to get the people of Britain involved in growing and collecting the plants.

			With a tiny smile on her face, Louisa looked out of the window at her garden. Then she got up, walked to the front of the cottage, and looked out at the hedgerows.

			‘Healing,’ she said again.

			Two women walking along the road waved to her as they past. She waved back. They were two friends from the WI. One of them stopped to admire Louisa’s peonies and, watching her, Louisa smiled to herself, all the cogs in her brain spinning wildly.

			She ran her finger along the bookshelf next to the fireplace until she found what she was looking for. A battered hardback book, with a peeling cover, called Medicinal Plants of Great Britain. She’d bought it at a church jumble sale for a ha’penny a few years ago, and hadn’t so much as opened it. But now she was glad she had it. She sat back down again and opened the book. She had just had the most wonderful idea.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			St Pancras Station was full of men in uniform – a sea of khaki and blue. It was hot and smoky and noisy and Daisy thought it had to be absolutely the worst place in all of London to say a proper goodbye. She gripped Rex’s hand tightly as they ducked through the crowds, not wanting to lose him in the throng. She still couldn’t quite believe it was happening, that she was saying goodbye to Rex without any guarantee of when she would see him again. Or, indeed, if she would ever see him again. She suppressed a sob; she had to be brave for Rex. She didn’t want him to know how scared she was.

			Past the ticket office, Rex paused and turned to Daisy.

			‘That’s me,’ he said, nodding his head towards a group of airmen. He tried to smile and didn’t quite manage. Daisy didn’t even try. She just put her arm through Rex’s, feeling the rough fabric of his uniform on her bare skin, and concentrated on taking in everything about him – the warmth of his body, the smell of his hair oil, the smoothness of his freshly shaved cheek against hers.

			‘I’m going to go,’ Rex said into her ear. ‘And when I go, I’m not going to look back because if I do, I won’t be able to leave.’

			‘Then don’t,’ Daisy said fiercely. ‘Don’t leave. Stay here with me.’

			Rex held her tightly. ‘You know I can’t.’

			‘I know, I know. You have to do your duty.’

			‘Well, yes. There’s that,’ said Rex, looking at her with a mischievous glint in his eye. ‘Plus that awful Frank Fletcher from school is over there and you know he’d never let me forget it if I tried to make a run for it. He’s still going on about the time I missed an open goal in the second-form football tournament.’

			Despite herself, Daisy giggled. ‘Is he RAF?’ she said. She’d been so proud of Rex when he’d enlisted in the air force. It hadn’t been an easy selection process but they’d seen Rex’s potential.

			Rex made a face. ‘He is. Mechanic.’

			‘Then you’ll never see him,’ Daisy reassured him. ‘You’ll be up in the clouds, far away from him.’ The horror of goodbye hit her suddenly once more and she clutched Rex again. ‘I can’t bear it,’ she said.

			He kissed her gently. ‘Me neither.’

			‘I’ll write to you every day.’

			‘And I’ll reply every day.’

			They held on to one another for a few minutes and then the sound of a train’s whistle reminded them where they were and slowly, reluctantly, they let go. Rex turned away slightly and Daisy could see his eyes were damp and he was dabbing them subtly. She did the same, then, with a huge effort, she turned to her husband with a dazzling smile.

			‘Goodbye, then, my darling,’ she said.

			‘I’m glad we got married,’ Rex said, putting his hat on his head and giving her a silly salute. ‘Bloody glad.’

			‘Me too,’ Daisy said. ‘It was the best day of my life.’

			Rex slung his knapsack onto his back and blew her a kiss. ‘I love you, Mrs Cooper.’

			‘I love you too, Mr Cooper.’

			He gave her the silly salute again, turned away and then he was gone, swallowed up by the crowds of men wearing identical blue uniforms.

			Daisy watched for a few minutes, trying to pick out Rex, but she couldn’t. He was just another airman now. Another one doing his bit. She felt the tears begin to fall again and, keeping her head down so that no one would see her streaky make-up, she hurried through the station to catch the bus back to her office.

			When Daisy told people that she worked at the Home Office, they always thought it sounded terribly important. But generally, she spent her days bundling up instruction leaflets for Anderson shelters and sending them out to local councils. Sometimes she had to answer the phone and write down how many leaflets a particular council needed. Sometimes, she had to count them into bundles. None of it was remotely interesting. Occasionally, she had to stand in for one of the typists, but that was tricky because Daisy’s typing was slow and she made a lot of mistakes, so she found it stressful and boring at the same time. No one wanted to build an Anderson shelter in their garden, apart from her dad, so she didn’t even feel like she was doing anything important. Not like Rex.

			She pushed away the thought of him, trying not to wonder where he was or what he was doing, and concentrated on counting leaflets into envelopes. Occasionally, she stopped to admire the ring sparkling on her wedding finger. Because they’d got married in such a hurry, they’d not had an engagement, but she was so pleased to have a wedding ring. It had belonged to Rex’s nan and Daisy had been touched when his mum had given it to her. She was ever so pleased to be Mrs Cooper. It made it all official – even though they didn’t have a house of their own or anything like that yet. Rex had said that once the war was over and he came home, they could find somewhere in between Daisy’s parents in Hackney and his family in Poplar. Though Daisy thought she’d really rather just stay in Hackney.

			The day dragged but, eventually, the clock ticked round to five o’clock and Daisy could head home.

			She let herself in wearily, feeling exhausted by the day.

			‘Daisy,’ said her mother, appearing in the hall. ‘Oh sweetheart, you look done in. Have a sit down and I’ll put the kettle on.’

			Daisy tried to smile but she burst into tears instead, and her mother pulled her into her arms. ‘I know,’ she soothed. ‘I know, love.’

			The awful thing was, Ivy did know. And somehow, thinking of her father off in the trenches and her mother waiting for news that he was safe, when they were both so young, made it worse. Daisy couldn’t believe that after all the heartbreak her parents had been through, all the horrors and loss they’d faced, that it was happening again. So she let herself cry on her mother’s shoulder for a minute, but then she pulled herself together. She was a grown woman, for heaven’s sake. A married woman, no less. Thousands of other women were going through the same thing, just as her mother had.

			‘He’s ever so clever, my Rex,’ she said. ‘He’ll be right as rain.’

			‘Course he will,’ Ivy said. ‘Come and have a cuppa.’

			‘Where’s Dad?’ asked Daisy as they went into the kitchen and she sat down at the table.

			Ivy made a face. ‘ARP meeting.’

			Daisy smiled. Her father had volunteered to be an Air Raid Precautions Warden as soon as war had broken out and he took it very seriously. She thought he was a bit disappointed that the injuries he’d got in the last war stopped him enlisting, and this was his way of making a difference.

			‘And Poppy?’

			‘Having dinner at her friend Lizzie’s house,’ said Ivy with a grin, filling the kettle and putting it on the stove. ‘So it’s just you and me for now.’

			Daisy was pleased. She liked spending time with her mother, just the two of them. Not that they’d had much chance to do it lately, with Daisy busy with Rex and their wedding plans, and Ivy rushed off her feet with delivering fruit and veg all over East London.

			‘So he got off all right, did he?’ Ivy said, putting a mug of tea in front of Daisy.

			‘St Pancras was full of soldiers and airmen. All those lads, Mum, going off to fight. And some of them will never come back.’

			She felt close to tears again and swallowed, trying to be brave. ‘I’m really going to miss him.’

			‘I know, love.’ Ivy squeezed her hand. ‘It’s awful.’

			‘And it’s all looking so bad,’ Daisy said. ‘Dunkirk, and then France surrendering.’

			‘We’ll get through it, Daisy. We’ve done it before.’

			Daisy nodded, but she wondered if this time it would be too much for tiny Britain? If France had fallen to the Nazis, then what was to say they wouldn’t be next? She felt sick at the thought.

			‘I don’t know if I can do it, Mum,’ she whispered, looking down into her mug of tea. ‘I don’t think I can keep going with Rex away.’

			‘You can, sweetheart, because you have to.’

			‘You did it last time.’

			‘I did.’ Ivy looked far away for a second. ‘Because I had good friends and a job to keep me busy.’

			Daisy knew what was coming. ‘Are you thinking about Kew Gardens again?’

			‘Are you going to apply?’

			‘Oh Mum, I don’t know. I’m not sure it’s my thing.’

			‘It’s a damn sight more your thing that sitting in an office all day,’ said Ivy. She leaned over the table and looked at Daisy intently. ‘When your dad was off last time, I got real comfort out of seeing things grow and bloom and die back in the winter, only to bloom again when the weather changed. It was . . .’ She cast around for the word. ‘Reassuring.’

			‘Reassuring?’ Daisy repeated. She couldn’t see how. ‘Didn’t it just remind you how long he’d been away?’

			Ivy shrugged. ‘Not really. Gardening’s all about the future, isn’t it? Planting seeds and waiting for them to grow.’

			Daisy had never heard her mother be so philosophical before. She smiled. ‘You really think it would help?’

			‘I do.’

			‘What if I’m no good at it?’

			Ivy held out her hands, showing Daisy the callouses and ingrained dirt on her fingers from years of working in the soil. ‘You’re from gardening stock, sweetheart,’ she said. ‘There’s no way you won’t be any good.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Beth was so busy on the ward that she didn’t have time to think about Dr Campbell, or the article he’d given her, until it was time to go home.

			When, finally, she got on the bus, she reached into her pocket and pulled out the name badge she’d taken from her father’s desk – she would have to find some way of returning it before he noticed it was missing – and the piece of paper. She smoothed the article out on her leg, as the bus trundled across Westminster Bridge, and read it more carefully this time.

			Kew Gardens had been shut since the beginning of the war, but now it was reopening to visitors. They were recruiting women to take on roles as gardeners, replacing the men who’d enlisted, and also doctors and pharmacists to work on the committee which Dr Campbell – Gus – had mentioned.

			Beth felt a little flicker of excitement. It was clear her father wouldn’t give his permission for her university application this year. Just as he hadn’t last year. Or, in fact, the year before. But maybe Gus was right. Maybe doing something like this for the war effort, and at a prestigious organisation like Kew Gardens, no less, would prove how serious she was to her father. And it might give her the edge over other applicants when it came to medical school, too.

			She looked at it again. They weren’t asking for nurses, that was a problem. Like she’d said to Gus, they wanted qualified doctors. Experienced pharmacists and cardiologists and anaesthetists. Experts in their field. People like Gus. She ignored the voice in her head that said ‘men’. Men like Gus, not people, and not nurses. Perhaps, despite all the reasons to do it, it just wasn’t worth applying.

			Beth was confident in herself, sure of her abilities and determined to be a doctor, but the relentless fight to get to where she wanted to be had worn her down. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to be rejected again. She thought about applying to this drugs committee at Kew, and being turned down and how that would make her feel, and shuddered. Perhaps she should just stick to nursing, read her medical textbooks in her spare time, and apply to university again next year. That sounded much less bruising than another failure.

			She looked out of the window as the bus reached the top of Charing Cross Road and pushed the article safely into her pocket. She was almost at her stop so she rang the bell and jumped off at the back as the bus slowed down.

			Beth lived in a large house in Bloomsbury, not far from the British Museum, with her parents and their housekeeper. They had wide stone steps leading to their big black front door with its heavy iron knocker, and from the back windows Beth could see the pointed roof of University College Hospital, where she hoped to train one day. Though in her darker moments, she thought she would prefer to go to Edinburgh or Manchester, where no one had heard of Dr Sanderson and where she would be accepted on her own terms.

			She trudged up the steps to the front door, feeling weary all of a sudden, and let herself in. Perhaps she could have a bath, she thought. Her legs were aching after a busy day on the wards, and she was working again tomorrow. Yes, a bath and an early night sounded perfect. She took her jacket off and hung it up, and then – to her dismay – heard her mother calling her.

			‘Beth, darling? Is that you?’

			‘Hello,’ she called, trying to sound cheerful.

			‘Come and see who’s here.’

			Beth looked at the stairs up to her bedroom and then at the door to the lounge, where her mother was, and thought about dashing up the stairs and hiding in her bedroom. But instead she plastered a smile on her face and pushed open the door.

			There, on the sofa, was Paul.

			‘Hello, stranger,’ he said pointedly. He put the glass he was holding onto the coffee table in front of him and stood up. He took Beth by the shoulders and kissed her chastely on the cheek. ‘I’ve missed you.’ Paul smelled of cigarette smoke from the tube, mingled with his aftershave and the whisky he’d been drinking and, for a small – disloyal – second, Beth thought of Gus and how he’d smelled as clean as a summer morning.

			‘Paul says you’ve been so busy at the hospital he’s barely seen you,’ Beth’s mother said. She was sitting in an armchair by the window and also had a glass in her hand. Beth tried to keep smiling as Paul stood beside her, not touching her but somehow making his very presence next to her seem territorial.

			‘I find myself envying your patients,’ he said.

			Beth thought about the elderly gentleman who’d been admitted to her ward that morning, frightened and in pain after an operation on his kidney, and hid her face in Paul’s shoulder so he wouldn’t see her scowl.

			‘I’m here now,’ she muttered.

			‘Paul’s got some wonderful news,’ Beth’s mother said. ‘Tell her, Paul. She’ll be as delighted as I am.’

			‘Agatha, you’re so sweet,’ he said, making Beth’s mother smile. ‘I got the promotion, Betsy.’

			Beth hated when he called her Betsy, her childhood nickname and a reminder that she and Paul had known each other forever, because their parents were friends.

			Well, of course you did, she thought. She knew that Paul’s father had friends in high places who would smooth his son’s path to success. She smiled at him. ‘Well done.’ She wondered how it would be to be a man like Paul and go through life expecting things to go your way, because they always had and always would. ‘What’s your job title now, then?’

			‘Oh, I’m still a boring old civil servant,’ he said modestly. ‘Still heading off to the Ministry every day. I’m just a little bit more important now, that’s all.’ He gave her a sudden, genuine smile. ‘I’ve got my own office now. It’s got my name on the door.’

			‘That’s great.’ Beth put her hand in her pocket and felt her father’s name badge. She wondered if she’d ever have her name on anything that wasn’t a marriage certificate.

			‘It means Paul won’t be called up,’ her mother said. ‘That must be such a relief.’

			Until that moment, Beth hadn’t admitted to herself that she was waiting for Paul to enlist. Now the possibility of him leaving London had gone, she felt – disappointed? That was awful. What kind of horrible person was she? Appalled at herself, because Paul really was a nice man and she was fond of him, she smiled broadly at him and gave him a quick hug. ‘Such a relief,’ she said. ‘How marvellous.’

			‘I’m not ashamed to say I’m pleased,’ Paul said. ‘I don’t think I’m really the military type.’ A shadow crossed his face. ‘Though I do feel a little bad. Our boys are off doing their thing, you know, and here’s me skipping the action and staying safe behind a desk.’

			‘Absolute rubbish,’ said Beth, her vehemence coming more from her horrible thoughts than any concern for Paul’s state of mind. ‘You’re doing all sorts of important stuff at that desk.’ She cast around for an example, and found she was worryingly vague about what Paul actually did at work. ‘You’re providing vitally important support to Mr Churchill. He’s not fighting this war alone, you know.’

			Paul looked extremely pleased. ‘You’re right,’ he said.

			‘I was thinking that if Paul’s here for the time being, you could spend lots more time together,’ said Agatha.

			‘Absolutely,’ Beth agreed. ‘If I’m not too busy at the hospital.’

			Agatha waved her hand as if dismissing all Beth’s patients and the hospital itself. ‘I know it’s important to you, Betsy, but perhaps it’s time to re-think this little nursing job of yours.’

			Beth bit the inside of her cheek to stop herself glaring at her mother. ‘They need me, Mother,’ she said. She felt very sad suddenly, that the only person who’d supported her when she’d started nursing was suggesting she give it up for a man.

			Paul – who could be very astute when he wanted to be – obviously saw her face drop. He put his arm round Beth’s shoulders. ‘I’m so proud of you, darling,’ he said. ‘And of course the patients need you. But don’t forget we need you, too.’

			Beth’s mother, always incurably soft-hearted and who gobbled up romance novels at an impressive rate, clapped her hands with joy. ‘Oh you two, you’re perfect together,’ she gushed.

			‘I can’t argue with that, Agatha,’ said Paul, looking at Beth fondly. She wanted to squirm away from his loving gaze but instead she just dropped her head so she wasn’t looking directly at him. ‘And now, I’m afraid I must go. Early start tomorrow after all.’

			Beth smiled up at him, pleased he’d remembered that she was working the following day. But no, he hadn’t been referring to her job.

			‘I’ve got a big meeting first thing – top secret, of course – and then I’m interviewing for my new secretary.’
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